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The Life and the Literary Reputation
of Margaret Cavendish
James Fitzmaurice
Northern Arizona University

T MIGHT BE SAID OF THE OEUVRE of Margaret Cavendish (1623–
1673) and in loose, jocular paraphrase of Sigmund Freud that biography has been destiny.1 Certainly a great many people who study British literature today pay as much attention to the various, often brief,
assessments of the life of the woman as to what she wrote. For those scholars who concentrate on canonical male writers of the seventeenth century,
she remains as she has for the last fifty years or so—a colorful eccentric
who goes by the nickname “Mad Madge.”2 She is, thus, sufficiently represented by the few poems, the snippet of autobiography, and the brief
excerpt from a piece of speculative fiction called The Blazing World that are
contained in the major teaching anthologies.3 Scholars whose interest in
British women’s writing is rooted in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries are liable to believe that she conforms to Virginia Woolf’s notion of
the isolated aristocratic woman writer: a sad creature locked away in a
lonely country house and driven beyond rationality by an unremittingly
patriarchal seventeenth-century society. 4 For these scholars, she is
summed up by a half dozen protofeminist extracts from her prefaces and
by an equal number of other extracts that make light of the foibles of

I

1The commonly used phrase “biology is destiny” is derived from and approximates
Freud’s “anatomy is destiny.” See Peter Gay, The Freud Reader (New York: W.W. Norton,
1989), 661–65.
2There is reason to believe that the epithet “Mad Madge” did not originate in the seventeenth century and only began with the Lower edition of The Life of William in the late
nineteenth. See Henry Ten Eyck Perry’s The First Duchess of Newcastle (Boston, 1918), 265.
“Mad Madge” is used by Bridget MacCarthy in The Female Pen:Women Writers: Their Contribution to the English Novel 1621–1818 (Cork: Cork University Press, repr. 1994), 66. It
was repeated by and gained currency from Dale Spender’s Mothers of the Novel and Gilbert
and Gubar’s Madwoman in the Attic. It has been suggested that there might be some connection between Cavendish and Mad Madge Murdockson from Heart of Midlothian, but the
connection seems tenuous.
3The seventh edition of the Norton Anthology of English Literature and The Longman
Anthology of British Literature. The Longman anthology also reprints a page on microbiology from Observations on Experimental Philosophy.
4 Margaret J. M. Ezell, “The Myth of Judith Shakespeare: Creating the Canon of
Women’s Literature,” New Literary History 21 (1989–1990): 579–92, looks at the difficulties that arise when one accepts the views of Virginia Woolf uncritically.
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women. The writing is, alas, a pitiful collection of opposites and inconsistencies. For the small but growing number of scholars who undertake serious study of early women writers and who have had occasion to read a
substantial amount of what Cavendish wrote, accounts of the life of the
woman might appear to be less important than the writing itself. Those
from this group who specialize in the history of science, for instance, often
occupy themselves in trying to determine the exact nature of her writing
on such topics as vitalism, and therefore might not be expected to show
much interest in her life. On the other hand, the work of scientists was
sometimes trivialized in the same way as the work of women. The history
of science in the seventeenth century is, in part, the history of a struggle
for respectability and is the story of people as much as the story of ideas.5
While I do not believe that biography is destiny where the writing of
Margaret Cavendish or anyone else is concerned, I do think that our consideration of various biographical views of Cavendish helps us to be more
aware of the choices that we make as we try to understand and evaluate
what she wrote. It is important, however, to remember that individual
biographical views are often quite different from one another even when
based on the same indisputable biographical facts. Dorothy Osborne’s
much quoted statement that there were “many soberer People in Bedlam”6 can help us to conclude, for instance, that Cavendish really was
mad, that she was just a bit eccentric, or that, contrary to Osborne’s
understanding, Cavendish merely wished—as she reasonably might—for
an expanded role for women in public affairs. These three views correspond, in a rough way, to literary judgments in which Cavendish’s writing
is largely nonsense (Virginia Woolf), delightfully quirky (Charles Lamb),
or deeply political (Catherine Gallagher).7
It may appear that I will go on to argue that biographical approaches
to Cavendish, however disparate, usually derive from a broad collection of
biographical facts including Osborne’s statement, but such is not the case.
Frequently, the approaches in question, especially the early ones, derive
5Frances Harris describes the situation thus: “But the polemics which began to proliferate against the Royal Society in the early 1670s from both the advocates of scholastic learning and the court wits (including the king himself) also disparaged experimental science in
the same way as housekeeping and kitchen physic: for being trivial, unsystematic, and lacking
theoretical foundation. “Living in the Neighbourhood of Science: Mary Evelyn, Margaret
Cavendish and the Greshamites,” in Women, Science and Medicine 1500–1700, ed. Lynette
Hunter and Sarah Hutton (Phoenix Mill: Sutton, 1997), 211.
6Letters to Sir William Temple, ed. Kenneth Parker (London: Penguin, 1987), 79.
7Gallagher begins by describing “Cavendish’s willful eccentricity” with the stress, I
think, on “willful” rather than on “eccentricity.” Indeed, Cavendish’s eccentricity for Gallagher is more a matter of style than an indication of mental defect. In a telling section, Gallagher writes that, if Cavendish claimed to be all-powerful in the empire of her own
imagination, she was not much different from “Charles II [who] was himself the ruler of a
kind of fantasy kingdom.” “Embracing the Absolute: The Politics of the Female Subject in
Seventeenth-Century England,” Genders (1988): 26–29.
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mostly from a single fountainhead—what Cavendish herself wrote. What
she wrote is, of course, fact in that she wrote it, but using too heavily
material taken from one person as a source of fact, most biographers agree,
is quite dangerous. Various people adduce fact in a variety of ways for a
variety of reasons and a biographer should mediate among materials from
a number of sources in order to create his or her particular view. Further,
a kind of circularity can develop from a situation in which literature begets
biographical information, which in turn is used to explain the way in
which we understand that literature. The circularity is not so very pernicious in the case of Cavendish, however, because some of what she wrote,
her autobiography and her letters in particular, has been used to interpret
other genres, especially her science and her drama. A more insidious situation arises in the case of the nineteenth-century editors of Cavendish’s
autobiography and biography, who sometimes asserted that the images of
loyal military commander and loving wife found in these texts ought to be
taken at face value and that readers ought to peruse the texts in order to
admire the character of the author.8 Nobody, not even Virginia Woolf,
seems to have bothered to note that Cavendish as autobiographer and
biographer was her own main character witness. The critical or uncritical
use of literary materials by biographers is only part of the subject of this
essay, however. Equally important is the influence of the various biographical views. Biography need not be carefully or critically written to be destiny.9 Indeed, biography of dubious quality is sometimes more influential
than its more reliable cousin.
Biography as distinct from biographical information begins in earnest
with the publication of the widely read Memoirs of Several Ladies of Great
Britain (1752) by George Ballard.10 The ladies were chosen, Ballard tells
his reader on the title page, because they “have been celebrated for their
8C. H. Firth cites and then ignores Pepys’s scathing view of the biography, deciding
that “The special interest of this book lies rather in the picture of the exiled royalist, cheerfully sacrificing everything for the King’s cause…. [Newcastle’s] manners and his habits, his
occupations and amusements, his maxims and his opinions…all are set down [by Cavendish]
with the loving fidelity of a Boswell.” The Life of William Cavendish, Duke of Newcastle, ed.
C. H. Firth (London: George Routledge and Son, n.d.), x and ix.
9The present essay seeks to provide a historical overview of the thinking of those critics,
scholars, popularizers, etc. who have published on the subject of Cavendish’s life and writing.
It does not cover the considerable wealth of biographical fact about her except as that fact
has been taken to be significant and has been repeated, especially with accompanying
repeated interpretation. On the other hand, I have not sought to record every minor repetition, especially among the myriad anthologies, literary histories, dictionaries, and encyclopedias that have given Cavendish a brief mention. Finally, because this essay is limited to
historical overview or critical heritage, I have only touched upon the wealth of material that
has appeared on the subject of Cavendish in the last fifteen years.
10“Ballard is the key source for information about women writers in the Renaissance
and seventeenth century for almost all subsequent biographical dictionaries including
women writers, from Biographium Faemineum published in 1766 to the DNB”: Margaret
XX
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writings or skill in the learned languages, arts and sciences.” Memoirs is
composed of about sixty biographical entries that vary in length from one
to twenty pages. Most are short and Queen Elizabeth I’s is by far the longest. Ballard, as is often the case with biographers, is very careful to try to
establish a sense of himself in his readers’ minds even as he appears to offer
something like objective assessments of his subjects. Ballard makes a concerted effort to cast himself as a respecter of aristocratic traditions and as a
gentleman who would never write an unkind word about a lady. It is no
accident, then, that a queen would be assigned more space than a commoner or that a commoner of supposedly weak morals like Aphra Behn
would be quietly left out of the volume. On the other hand, Ballard is
careful not to whitewash the nobility, and goes so far as to say that Lady
Eleanor Davies “printed (by stealth)” a pamphlet that later came into his
possession.11 Ballard in the same entry makes himself known as a gentleman when he writes that Davies’ two unhappy marriages were due to her
“singular nature.” Although born into a humble family himself, Ballard
knew that a well-bred man would not baldly suggest that a woman of
noble lineage might be “mad.”12 “Singular” was a far more polite term.
It is, of course, impossible to know just what was going through Ballard’s mind when he wrote his entry on Cavendish, but it is quite likely
that he had to wrestle with two apparently conflicting threads of information. First there were the plays and the printed letters, both of which often
contain indelicate language as well as witty and disparaging remarks about
marriage. A second thread—composed of other printed letters, the autobiography, the biography of the husband, and odds and ends of biographical fact about Cavendish—indicated that she loved her husband and was
his most fierce defender. While it might be clear to us living today that
there is no inconsistency involved with a woman playwright attacking marriage in a witty comedy and at the same time acting as a completely
devoted wife, it seems to have been hard for Ballard to reconcile such an
apparent disparity. Indeed he hedges his bets in his general assessment of
his biographical subject.
She [Cavendish’s mother] was herself a woman of excellent character, which this her daughter, when she came to employ herself
in writing, endeavoured to do justice to.13
11

J. M. Ezell, Writing Women’s Literary History (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1993), 78.
11Ballard, Memoirs of Several Ladies, 57.
12Ballard was the son of a midwife. DNB, 1:1004. Davies, who liked to attack adversaries with anagrams of their names, was herself attacked in an anagram on her name: “Never so
mad a lady.”
13Ballard, Memoirs of Several Ladies, xxx.
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Ballard is quite willing to give Cavendish specific credit for being “truly
pious, charitable and generous” and for behaving as “a perfect pattern of
conjugal love and duty.” He also praises her for her effort in trying to
emulate her mother’s excellent character. He does not, however, say that
she succeeded in this effort, and the reason for his reluctance may lie
behind his assessment of the woman who employed “herself in writing”
comedies.
Mr. Giles Jacob says that she was the most voluminous dramatic
writer of our female poets and that she had a great deal of wit….
Mr. Langbain tells us that all the language and plots of her plays
were her own, which is a commendation preferable to fame built
on other people’s foundation, and will very well atone for some
faults in her numerous productions.14
By saying that her “language” was her own, Langbaine probably meant
that Cavendish did not borrow whole lines from other playwrights, as
Aphra Behn had done for The Rover using Killigrew’s Thomaso. Likewise,
Cavendish did not borrow plots, as Shakespeare often did. Langbaine does
not use the word “faults” but he does say that some people had “but a
mean Opinion of her Plays.”15 He points out that the dramatic version of
The Blazing World is only a fragment and that The Unnatural Tragedy
mistakenly criticizes “Mr. Cambden’s Brittannia.” Ballard and his successors, however, are less concerned with theatrical failings than with the failings of authorial character.
Indeed, Ballard seems to have had little knowledge of or interest in
the way in which dramatists borrow from one another. He was, however,
very interested in the relationship between the lives of his subjects and
their work, often letting the life take precedence. For instance, he suggests
praise for Elizabeth, countess of Bridgewater, based on her meditations on
the Bible, which she never showed to anyone other than her husband.16
He quotes an inscription found on her monument which asserts that she
is to be commended for her “piety in composing” and her “modesty in
concealing” what she wrote. He had, presumably, never read anything she
had ever written but, nevertheless, thought highly of her as an author. He
never knew that she coauthored an amusing and worldly comedy with her
sister, a play that was probably performed before a large family audience.17
14Ballard, Memoirs of Several Ladies, 278.
15An Account of the English Dramatick Poets,

ed. John Loftis, 2 [1691] (Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1971), 391.
16The manuscript, composed of more than 600 pages, is at the Huntington Library:
Egerton 8374. It has not been printed.
17 The play is contained in Renaissance Drama by Women, ed. S. P. Cerasano and
Marion Wynne-Davies (London: Routledge, 1996). Elizabeth, Countess of Bridgewater,
XXX
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“Language” for Ballard meant “genteel or ungenteel language,”
while faults probably meant “faults of character.” Ballard finds much that
is admirable in Cavendish’s character (her devotion to her husband and
her piety), but he is not quite willing to trivialize her perceived failings as
does Jacob with “inconsiderable faults.”18 A quick look at a comedy in
which “wit” and “language” play a part may help to illuminate what he
found objectionable in her life. In the opening scene of “Love’s Adventures” (1662), Lord Fatherly tries to persuade his son, Lord Singularity, to
marry a wealthy heiress. Lord Singularity knows nothing about the proposed mate and suggests that the father’s lack of interest in the personality
of the prospective bride may endanger the family line with “Cuckoldry
and Bastardy.” The father responds:
LORD FATHERLY. Let me tell you son, the wisest man that is,
or ever was, may be deceived in the choosing a wife, for a woman
is more obscure than nature her self, therefore you must trust to
chance, for marriage is a Lottery, if you get a prize, you may live
quietly and happily.
LORD SINGULARITY. But if I light of a blank, as a hundred to
one, nay a thousand to one but I shall, which is a Fool or a
Whore, her Follies or Adulteries, instead of praise, will sound out
my disgrace.
LORD FATHERLY. Come, Come, she is Rich, she is Rich.19
The scene’s entertainment value is based on witty remarks offered by the
cynical father, whose assessment of marriage is comparable to some of
what Hellena from Aphra Behn’s The Rover has to say about the institution. At the same time, the son speaks not just for himself but also for Cavendish, who frequently lamented in her letters that people tend to marry
without much understanding of the person to whom they tie themselves.20 In an age when sentimental drama continued to dominate, such
a tough-minded attitude easily could have been taken to be a fault, as
much in the female author as in a character in the play. As regards language, Ballard was well aware that refined ladies did label others of their
18

was of course Cavendish’s daughter-in-law and the play includes a character intended to
recall Cavendish. Elizabeth was Elizabeth Brackley at the time of the writing of the play.
18 The Poetical Register or the Lives and Characters of All the English Poets with an
Account of Their Writing (London, 1723), 2:191.
19The Convent of Pleasure and Other Plays, ed. Anne Shaver (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1999), 22.
20See in particular her letter to her sister Ann in Sociable Letters (1664). “Indeed there
is so much Danger in Marrying, as I wonder how any dare Venture, yet there is less Danger
for Women than Men” (letter 201, p. 425).
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sex, even fictional characters, “whores.” It is a word and a topic that Cavendish dwells on like a Restoration wit in Sociable Letters, letter 36.
You were pleased in your last Letter to express, how Mr. P. C. is
persecuted by another man’s Whore, which is not usual, for
though many men are Persecuted by their own Whores, both in
Body, Mind, Course of Life, and Estate, Diseasing the One,
Vexing the Other, Opposing the Third, and Spending the Fourth,
yet not usually by any other man’s, but their own, at least believing them to be onely theirs.
Nevertheless, the otherwise virtuous life of the author, for Ballard, made
up for her supposed faults.
That Cavendish had literary faults deriving from personal faults is
taken up in a slightly different way by Sir Egerton Brydges in The Select
Poems of Margaret Cavendish (1813). Brydges’s edition is replete with
evaluative footnotes. That the character of the woman rather than the
practice of the writer is the underlying focus of these notes is pointed up
by his observation on Cavendish’s use of the word “sweat.”
In these days it seems a little wonderful that a lady of rank so high,
and mind so cultivated, could use language so coarse and disgusting as is here seen.21
Brydges had his edition privately printed and limited the press run to
twenty five, so one might imagine that his fastidiousness lacked influence.
In point of fact, his sense of the sometimes delicate and sometimes indelicate lady finds its way into descriptions of her poetry throughout the nineteenth century. Virginia Woolf, who had little in common with Brydges,
nevertheless uses his views in order to assert the loneliness and isolation of
Cavendish.
[Sir Egerton Br ydges] complained [that Cavendish used]
“expressions and images of extraordinary coarseness as flowing
from a female of high rank brought up in the courts.” He forgot
[writes Woolf] that this particular female had long ceased to frequent the Court.22
Ironically, no eighteenth- or nineteenth-century critic ever directly examined the cynical views of marriage contained in the plays or the plays’ and
letters’ sometimes bawdy language. Presumably such an examination
would have called the critic’s gentility into question.

21Brydges, Selected Poems, 5.
22Reprinted in Collected Essays

(New York: Harcourt, Brace, and World, 1967), 3:57.
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In any event, Ballard footnotes his assessment of Cavendish’s character, referring his readers to a page in her autobiography. He places the note
itself at the end of the crucial phrase, “endeavoured to do justice to,” and
it is as if he is suggesting that evidence from Cavendish’s writing supports
his view of her life and even of her supposed faults. The footnote, however, indicates a great deal more debt than Ballard openly acknowledges,
for the autobiography is the main, though not quite the only source that
he used in directly describing her life.23 Cavendish published the autobiography in Nature’s Pictures (1656) when she was thirty-three but went
on to live until she was fifty. Ballard’s biographical entry contains almost
nothing about the last seventeen years of her life, save that she and her
husband returned to England after the Restoration. The entry omits, for
instance, the visit that she made in grand style to the Royal Society and her
much-noticed and some would say scandalous attendance at the theater in
London, both of which took place in the spring of 1667.24 He possibly
knew something about the events of 1667, but, if so, chose not to look
into them. On the other hand, he details, sometimes in rough paraphrase
of her own words, the earlier and more ladylike portions of her life,
although he does not choose to notice her often-repeated confession that
she loved creating her own fashions in clothing. She writes in the autobiography:
From thence he [her husband] returned to Brabant, unto the city
of Antwerp, which city we passed through when we went to Holland.25
This shift in locations is rendered by Ballard thus:
From thence they returned to Brabant unto the city of Antwerp,
where they settled and continued during the time of their exile.26
More important, perhaps, than Ballard’s heavy reliance on Cavendish’s
autobiography is the degree to which he simplifies and generalizes her
views of herself as he condenses her twenty-five pages into the five of his
entry. If Cavendish asserts that she has moments of shyness that occur
when she is among large numbers of “the foolish and unworthy,” 27 then,
23Ballard also uses the epitaph written by her husband and an account of the monuments in Westminster Abbey. In the account, composed by Dr. Crul, Cavendish is characterized as a woman of “wit, learning, and liberality.”
24Charles North wrote to his father that Cavendish displayed bare breasts with rouged
nipples while at the theater. Bodley MS North c.4, fol. 146.
25The Life of William Cavendish, 166.
26Ballard, Memoirs of Several Ladies, 277. Isaac Reed, Biographica Dramatica (1812),
95, also follows this wording: “From thence they returned to Antwerp, where they settled
and continued during their exile.” Reed, following Ballard, stops his biographical entry with
the beginning of the Restoration.
27The Life of William Cavendish, 168.
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according to Ballard, she was “graceful, her temper naturally reserved and
shy.”28 If Cavendish writes that she did not learn foreign or ancient languages, then that is an end to the question of her learning. Ballard even
goes so far as to ignore a source that he quotes on the topic of what Cavendish knew. At the end of his entry, he reprints Dr. Crul’s assessment of
Cavendish, taken from a history of monuments in Westminster Abbey.
She had deservedly acquired the reputation of a lady of uncommon wit, learning and liberality.29
This, in spite of what Ballard had already written.
It is to be lamented she had not the advantage of an acquaintance
with the learned languages, which would have extended her
knowledge, refined her genius and have been of infinite service to
her in the many compositions and productions of her pen.30
There is ample evidence to suggest that Cavendish was familiar with the
classics in translation, even as most scholars are today. In Sociable Letters
(1664), for instance, she jokes about reading “Plutarch’s lives,” discussing
in some detail and complexity the marriage of Pericles and Aspasia.31 The
autobiography, however, often gives the impression that she was generally
untutored. Ballard’s entry reinforces this impression and has been crucial
in gaining it wide acceptance. Ballard, of course, does not specifically deny
that Cavendish read the classics in translation. His entry merely sums up
her learning as a lack thereof.
Ballard’s entry was followed by two pieces that appeared in 1755,
both written by the combination of George Colman, the elder, and Bonnell Thornton. The first item was the introduction to and the selection of
verse by Cavendish contained in Poems by Eminent Ladies.32 The second
was a number from the popular magazine The Connoisseur.33 Both contain biographical views that have proven to be important in the history of
the reception of Cavendish’s oeuvre. Colman and Thornton dealt with
Ballard’s problems—the negative attitude regarding marriage and ungenteel language—by ignoring them. In the introduction to Poems, Colman
and Thornton offer no adverse criticism of Cavendish or of her poetry.
Rather they state that she “possessed a wild native genius, which, if duly
cultivated might probably have shewn itself to advantage in the highest
forms of poetry.” Colman and Thornton, who were familiar enough with
28Ballard, Memoirs of Several Ladies, 281.
29Ballard, Memoirs of Several Ladies, 282.
30Ballard, Memoirs of Several Ladies, 277.
31Letter 30. She discusses the rape of Lucretia

in letter 54 and takes on a variety of
topics from the classics in The World’s Olio (1655).
32Colman and Thornton, Poems (1755), 199–211.
33Colman and Thornton, Connoisseur, number 69. Thursday, 22 May 1755.
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Ballard’s first sentence to include it verbatim in their introduction, adopt
his view—that she was untutored and a “genius,” a “spirit” in this case
rather than someone of great intellectual gifts. Colman and Thornton
add to Ballard’s assessment the notion that this spirit was both “wild” and
“native.” “Wild,” for them, seems to mean that Cavendish was a woman
characterized by purity and depth of feeling unaltered by the harsh realities of daily life. Again, an age which produced The Man of Feeling might
be likely to admire a woman of such deep sensibility. The notion of purity
in the word “wild” derives mostly from the contrast that Colman and
Thornton make between Cavendish and Behn, whose erotic and even
licentious associations are summed up in revealing dress.
[Behn was] a bold masculine figure … in a thin, airy, gay habit,
which hung so loose about her, that she appeared to be half
undrest.
Wit is not mentioned by Colman and Thornton, possibly because this skill
was not much associated with the writing of virtuous women.34
A more general difference between Colman and Thornton on the one
hand and Ballard on the other is that he was a scholar, an antiquarian, and
a fellow of Magdalen College, Oxford, while they were popularizers. Ballard respected or at least felt bound to cite the work of Jacob, Langbaine,
and Crul; Colman and Thornton wanted to avoid appearing to be pedantic. Colman and Thornton do not even write biography, as such, in their
number of The Connoisseur. Rather Mr. Town, a pseudonym for the two,
archly reports a “dream” in which he saw various literary ladies of the past
metaphorically demonstrate their writing styles by riding Pegasus.
[Cavendish] sprung into the saddle with surprising agility; and
giving an entire loose to the reins, [the winged horse] directly set
up a gallop, and run away with her quite out of our sight. However, it was acknowledged, that she kept firm set, even when the
horse went at his deepest rate; and that she wanted nothing but
to ride with a curb-bridle.
Mr. Town then saw Cavendish dismount and heard her recite “Melancholy,” as if to demonstrate what a “wild native genius” might compose.
Milton stood nearby, and Mr. Town observed his behavior.
Milton seemed very much chagrined; and it was whispered by
some, that he was obliged for many of the thoughts in his L’Alle-

34“Wit in women is apt to have bad consequences…. I am sorry to say the generality of
women who have excelled in wit have failed in chastity.” Elizabeth Montagu, 1750. Quoted
in Angeline Goreau, Reconstructing Aphra (New York: Dial Press, 1980), 143.
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gro and Il Penseroso to this Lady’s Dialogue between Mirth and
Melancholy.
[Note] N.B. this Lady wrote before Milton
Cavendish is an untutored spirit, who gave the much-tutored John Milton
something about which to write. For those readers of The Connoisseur
who did not care for the learned regicide and who were as untutored as
Cavendish claimed to be, the irony would have been delicious. Colman
and Thornton undoubtedly had second thoughts about making such a
bold attack on the respected poet, however, for, in the 1760 reprint of The
Connoisseur, Mr. Town trims his sails and rewrites his note: “N.B. This
Lady, it is supposed, wrote before Milton.”
A brief look at “Melancholy” may help to explain the word “native,”
as Colman and Thornton applied it to Cavendish.
I dwell in groves that gilt are with the sun,
Sit on the banks by which clear waters run;
In summers hot down in a shade I lie,
My musick is the buzzing of a fly;
I walk in meadows, where grows fresh green grass,
In fields, where corn is high, I often pass;
Walk up the hills, where round I prospects see,
Some brushy woods, and some all champains be;
Returning back, I in fresh pastures go
To hear how sheep do bleat, and cows do lowe.
While other parts of the poem evoke melancholia in its more gloomy
aspects, the segment quoted above seems to be mainly an appreciation of
rural English landscape. Cavendish as the poem’s author is, thus, a “native
genius” in the sense that she is a local spirit, worthy of inclusion in a passage from Spenser.
Biographical views adduced by Ballard and the combination of
Colman and Thornton were joined in the mid-eighteenth century by the
opinions of Horace Walpole. Walpole in the first edition of A Catalogue of
the Royal and Noble Authors of England (1759) asserts that Cavendish is
no more than a “fertile pedant.”35 He has little to say about her in her
own entry and rather discusses her more fully in the entry on her husband.
There he deals with her publications on scientific topics, then called “natural philosophy,” by saying, “But though She had written philosophy, it
seems She had read none.”36 The 1806 edition, expanded by Thomas

35Walpole,
36Walpole,

Catalogue (1759), 2:195.
Catalogue (1759), 2:13.
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Park, contains a new section that shifts the entry’s emphasis in the direction of Cavendish as “wild native genius.”
That she displayed poetical fancy, however, when it was not
clouded by obscure conceits, or warped by a witless effort to
engraft the massy trunk of philosophy on the slender wilding of
poesy, will be seen by the following extract taken from “The Pastime and Recreation of the Queen of Fairies.”37
If Cavendish is not explicitly a “wild native genius,” her poetry is a “wilding,” a wildflower or wild plant. Park goes on to devote two pages to an
excerpt from “The Pastime,” and in doing so simply borrows from
Colman and Thornton’s anthology, Poems by Eminent Ladies.
And when she [the Queen of Fairies] leaves her dancing ball,
She doth for her attendants call,
To wait upon her to a bower
Where she doth sit under a flower,
To shade her from the moonshine bright,
Where gnats do sing for her delight:
The whilst the bat doth fly about
To keep in order all the rout.
A dewy waving leaf’s made fit
For the queen’s bath where she doth sit.
Cavendish is no longer merely a bad natural philosopher, with no redeeming good qualities. In the 1806 edition of Royal and Noble Authors, she
becomes a good poet who should have avoided writing bad natural philosophy. Her entry, unsurprisingly, is preceded in this later edition by a print
that depicts her crowned with bays and sitting in a chair. The print makes
her less an object of ridicule than of reverence. The print, itself, is a copy
of a detail from an etching that appears as the frontispiece of Nature’s Pictures, in which the autobiography is published. Although it was Park who
printed the detail for the first time, the original etching was much admired
by Walpole and his correspondent Thomas Gray.38

37Walpole, Catalogue (1806), 3:150.
38Gray answers a query from Walpole

about the etching thus: “I have searched where
you directed me; which I could not do sooner as I was at London when I received your letter,
and could not easily find her Grace’s works. Here [Cambridge] they abound in every library.
The print you ask after is the frontispiece to Nature’s pictures drawn by Fancy’s pencil…. It is
a very pretty and curious print, and I thank you for the sight of it. If it ever was a picture,
what a picture to have!” Horace Walpole, Horace Walpole’s Correspondence, ed. W. S. Lewis
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1948), 14:147–48. The Cambridge colleges (except
possibly Magdalen) all had gift copies of Cavendish’s books. Nature’s Pictures, however, was
only in the public library (now the University Library).
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Along the way, Walpole and Park make their own contributions to the
views developed by Ballard and the Colman/Thornton combination.
Quoting from her preface to her husband found in the husband’s biography, Walpole popularized the notion that Cavendish rarely revised what
she wrote. For his part, Park gave currency to the thought that Cavendish
was a harmless eccentric. The key sentence on revision comes from Walpole’s entry on her husband in the 1759 edition.
But what gives one the best idea of her unbounded passion for
scribling, was her seldom revising the copies of her works, lest it
should disturb her following conceptions.39 [Walpole’s emphasis]
This sentence seriously misrepresents the passage from which it is taken.
Cavendish actually says that her biography of her husband is “full of
errors” because she lacked what we would call a source checker and a copy
editor (a “learned secretary”), and she was not much good at source
checking and copy editing herself. As is natural in many authors, she
enjoyed creating new text more than proofreading what she had already
written. Nowhere in this passage does she say that she did not revise.
(I then being in banishment with your lordship, and not able to
maintain learned secretaries), which hath been a great disadvantage to my poor works, and the cause that they have been printed
so false and full of errors; for besides that I want also the skill of
scholarship and true writing, I did many times not peruse the
copies that were transcribed, lest they should disturb my following conceptions; by which neglect, as I said, many errors are slipt
into my works.40
Cavendish was more inclined to worry about the final printed product of
her efforts than she admits, perhaps offering to the world an image of herself as a lady amateur while keeping these worries out of the public eye.41
In point of fact, she saw to it that major and minor errors were corrected
by hand in the biography of the husband and in her other printed volumes.42 While she lamented that errors had crept into a number of her
books, she did not let them stand out of laziness and the desire to get on
39Walpole, Catalogue (1759), 2:13.
40The Life of William Cavendish, xxxvii.
41An exception of sorts is a six-page section

added to some copies of Nature’s Pictures,
in which Cavendish publicly berates her printers for “false Orthography, as cup for cube, and
many the like,” 402. The section was not reprinted in the second edition. On the other hand,
she pushes nonchalance to its limits in a preface to The World’s Olio (1655), sig. cr: “But I
being of a lazie disposition, did chuse to let it [the book] go into the World with its Defects,
rather than take the pains to revise it.”
42For details see James Fitzmaurice, “Margaret Cavendish on Her Own Writing: Evidence from Revision and Handmade Correction,” Papers of the Bibliographical Society of
America 85 (September, 1991): 297–307.
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with other work. Why, then, does Cavendish open herself up to ridicule by
using the phrase “lest they disturb my following conceptions,” which Walpole excerpts in order to suggest that she is too lazy to revise? The answer
may well be that Cavendish had no way of knowing that these particular
words would be lifted out of context and used against her.
In 1806, Thomas Park put forward the notion that, while Cavendish
published too much, this excess was not culpable and no more than a
harmless eccentricity. He quotes her thus.
I imagine all those that have read my [Cavendish’s] former books,
will say, that I have writ enough, unless they were better; but say
what you will, it pleaseth me, and since my delights are harmless, I
will satisfy my humour.43
The view that Cavendish rarely revised is tightly interwoven with the
notion that she was a harmless eccentric. Eccentrics are often taken to be
too scattered to continue with a project to its conclusion. The paired views
lurk behind the sense of selection used by those who compiled The Longman Anthology of British Literature (1998), and those who created the
latest edition of The Norton Anthology of English Literature (2000). In
each anthology, “The Poetess’s Hasty Resolution” is chosen, presumably
as a representative poem.
Reading my verses, I liked them so well,
Self-love did make my judgment to rebel,
….
Then all in hast I to the press it [the MS] sent,
Fearing persuasion might my book prevent.
But now ’tis done, repent with grief do I,
Hang down my head with shame, blush, sigh, and cry.44
At the time that the poem was written, a “modest” woman would have
allowed herself to be dissuaded from publishing poetry. Cavendish plays
with this sense of modesty by writing that she, herself, intentionally rushed
into print before anyone had a chance to remind her how shameful publication would be. An attentive reader would have known that shame and
modesty constitute something of a game for Cavendish, because she published the poem in which she claims to feel shame in the very volume that
it describes. If she really felt shame, why didn’t she simply recall the book?
Further, “the author’s second thoughts about his poetry” constituted
something of a literary topos at the time. Herrick begins Hesperides
(1648) with a poem that disparages the book within which it is printed.
43Walpole, Catalogue (1806), 3:154.
44Longman Anthology of British Literature,

1:2059 and 2060.
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When thou [Hesperides] didst keep thy Candor undefil’d,
Deerely I lov’d thee; as my first-borne child:
But when I saw thee wantonly to roame
From house to house, and never stay at home;
I brake my bonds of Love, and bad thee goe.45
Herrick had at first circulated his book in manuscript among friends,
where it was “undefiled,” or private. The manuscript was copied and
passed around so much that the book became public. Herrick, as an Anglican clergyman, might have been expected to feel shame similar to what
was expected of Cavendish, particularly for the bedroom and bathroom
humor in his volume, so he, in a little game, writes as if he denies his connection with its printed version. Again, if he really felt shame, why did he
have the book printed? Cavendish’s game playing, or even irony, does not
receive any mention in the Norton and Longman anthologies. Rather the
poem’s inclusion in them is simply a part of the tradition that portrays her
as an eccentric who sent her poems to the printer unrevised and before
they were ready for publication.
Biographers and compilers of anthologies at the end of the eighteenth
century and throughout most of the nineteenth generally accepted what
they found in Ballard, Colman/Thornton, and Walpole/Park. The biographies and anthologies involved are full of borrowings and verbal echoes,
but they often make small changes or demonstrate efforts to update language and thinking. The anonymous Biographium Faemineum, the
Female Worthies (1766) rewrites Ballard’s hedging sentence in the following manner.
She [Cavendish’s mother] was herself a woman of an excellent
character, which this her daughter did justice to in her [Cavendish] writings afterwards.46
Cavendish’s efforts to match her mother’s character finally succeed. With
the onset of the eighteenth century, the climate towards Cavendish
becomes more hostile, though the basic views do not change. The great
Victorian editor of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century texts Alexander
Dyce in Specimens of British Poetesses (1827) reproduces Ballard’s opening
word for word. The wild ride of Mr. Town’s Pegasus is summed up in the
“power and activity” of a mentality in which there is much, possibly
Romantic, imagination but not much else.

45The Complete Poetry of Robert Henrik, ed. J. Max Patrick (New York: W.W. Norton,
1968), 12, 13.
46Ballard, Memoirs of Several Ladies, 149.

70

James Fitzmaurice
Her writings shew that she possessed a mind of considerable
power and activity, with much imagination, but not one particle
of judgment or taste.47

It is perhaps a little hypocritical of Dyce to end his section on Cavendish
by noticing the cruelty of Walpole, “who exerted all of his wit to make her
and the Duke …appear as ridiculous as possible.”48 Thereafter anthologists vie with each other in describing the speed and sloppiness of Cavendish’s composition. Walpole’s “seldom revising” shifts in the direction of
never revising. George Bethune’s entry from The British Female Poets
(1848) is typical.
[Cavendish wrote] pouring forth through her pen whatever came
into her head, never stopping to review her thoughts “lest it
should disturb her following conceptions.”49
So, too, Eric S. Robertson in English Poetesses (1883).
She possessed a perfect frenzy for writing. At twelve she was fond
of scribbling on philosophical subjects; and in the deepest distress
of her chequered life, as in its brightest moments, the sight of
mere wet ink on the page seems to have solaced her beyond anything else. She never revised what she had thus once committed
to paper, being of the opinion that the work of revision would
have hindered her productive powers.50
The “wild native genius” in the hands of an unsympathetic anthologist
became a person totally lacking in discipline. The basic sense of riding
without a “curb-bit” remains the same, however. Bethune and Robertson,
as might be expected, both print cut-down versions of what is found in the
Colman and Thornton anthology; that is, portions of “The Pastime and
Recreation of the Queen of Fairies” and segments of “Mirth and Melancholy.” The choices are the same for Frederick Rowton in The Female Poets
of Great Britain (1853), a book that has continued to have considerable
influence because it was reprinted and widely distributed in 1981.
The end of the nineteenth century saw a shift away from the views of
Ballard, Colman/Thornton, and Walpole/Park, with the reissue of Cavendish’s autobiography and her biography of her husband. Oddly, a clear
sign is to be found in the writing of the condescending Robertson, who at
one point sums Cavendish up as “a kind of over-grown spoilt girl.”51 A
47Alexander Dyce, Specimens of British Poetesses (1827), 88.
48Dyce, Specimens, 89.
49George Bethune, The British Female Poets (Philadelphia, 1848), 35.
50Eric S. Robertson, English Poetesses (London, Paris, & New York: Cassell

pany, 1883), 14.
51Robertson, English Poetesses, 15.
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few lines below he offers a quotation from Charles Lamb, who says of the
biography of the husband that “no casket is rich enough, no casing sufficiently durable, to honor and keep safe such a jewel.” Robertson goes on
to cite a passage from the biography and then to write, “There are
brighter, but more prolix passages in both the autobiography and the life
of her husband, in which the Duchess’s strength and subtlety of pen are
even more impressive.”
The autobiography and biography, in fact, soon became central texts
for the study of Cavendish, thanks to two modern editions that brought
together both pieces of life writing. The first such combination was published in 1872 in a volume edited by Mark Anthony Lower and frequently
reprinted thereafter.52 Some fifteen years later, that book was joined by a
similar edition put together by C. H. Firth.53 Firth’s position as Regius
Professor of Modern History at Oxford University is mentioned prominently on the title page of his book, and the mention seems to have been
more than happenstance. It is easy to imagine that the two pieces had
become widely known as a result of Lower’s edition and that Firth hoped
to use his academic title to gain himself a share in an expanding market for
Cavendish’s biography and autobiography. If such was his hope, Firth was
not disappointed, and it is clear that there was plenty of room in the world
of publishing for two very similar editions of the same material. The first
full biography of Cavendish, Henry Ten Eyck Perry’s The First Duchess of
Newcastle (1918), decisively marks the shift of interest away from the
poetry and in the direction of the biography and autobiography:
If William and Margaret Cavendish, first Duke and Duchess of
Newcastle, deserve any place in the history of literature, their first
claim rests on the wife’s biography of her husband.54
Perry devotes the whole of one of his four chapters to The Life of William.
The poems and “pseudo-science” are lumped together as a subdivision of
a chapter on “minor writings.”55
Virginia Woolf, as might be expected, was not to be swayed by the credentials of Firth any more than she was impressed by the fact that a duchess, previously known only as a minor poet, had become a popular and
52Mark Anthony Lower, ed., The Lives of William Cavendishe, Duke of Newcastle, and
of his wife, Margaret, Duchess of Newcastle (London: Cassell and Company, 1872).
53C. H. Firth, The Life of William Cavendish, Duke of Newcastle (London and New
York: Dutton, 1886).
54Henry Ten Eyck Perry, The First Duchess of Newcastle (Boston and London: Ginn and
Company, 1918), 5.
55Richard Goulding, in a 1925 biography of Cavendish, makes the same point about
the life of William: “[Cavendish] is famous as the writer of one [book], namely her Life of
her husband, the Loyal or Horsemanship Duke of Newcastle. That book has given her a notable place among English biographers; and another of her works, namely her True Relation,
of my Birth, Breeding and Life, has given her rank among our autobiographers”(1).
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admired biographer/autobiographer. In a TLS review of an early twentieth-century printing of Firth’s edition, Woolf ignored the text under consideration, choosing instead to use the opportunity to discuss how
Cavendish actually lived and to pronounce on the nature of Cavendish’s
other writing. Although Woolf’s review is generally lukewarm, it may have
helped to expand Cavendish’s audience, for a cool review in TLS was then,
as it is now, far better than no review at all. In any event, the biography and
autobiography combination continued to be reprinted and the poetry
slipped into near oblivion. Woolf coincidentally may have raised reader
awareness about another book by Cavendish, for the TLS review used the
otherwise unknown Sociable Letters to demonstrate what Woolf took to be
the unrefined nature of Cavendish’s personality. While Woolf asserted that
Sociable Letters represented no more than the uncritical recording of the
commonalties that Cavendish heard and saw, others, perhaps reading the
book because of Woolf’s description of it, found Sociable Letters to be an
interesting and important precursor to the epistolary novel of the eighteenth century.56
In the fifty years between 1925 and 1975, very little was published on
Cavendish beyond Douglas Grant’s Margaret the First (1957). That biography asserts that its subject was a genuinely interesting person who neither should be sentimentalized in the manner of Charles Lamb nor
attacked as is the case with Samuel Pepys.57 Both are really straw men, for,
while both continue to be quoted, neither has been taken very seriously in
the twentieth century. In the last twenty years or so, Pepys’s attack on
Cavendish has been offered as something of a badge of honor for her—
given Pepys’s treatment of his wife and other women.
Stayed at home reading the ridiculous history of My Lord Newcastle wrote by his wife, which shows her to be a mad, conceited,
ridiculous woman, and he an asse to suffer [her] to write what she
writes to him and of him.58
For Grant, Cavendish’s successful assault on the bastion of the Royal Society in her 1667 visit, along with the way in which she captured the imagination (together with the wrath) of Pepys, showed her to be undervalued
as a historical figure. Grant did not much care for what she and her hus56B.G. MacCarthy says that “the Duchess of Newcastle made a most notable contribution to the kind of writing which aimed at character sketches and she even went further than
the mere portrayal of character,” The Female Pen (Cork: Cork University Press, 1946–47),
244. Walter Raleigh’s The English Novel (New York, 1908), 113, anticipates MacCarthy,
giving Cavendish grudging acknowledgment: “In her works are interesting contributions to
the raw material of fiction.”
57Douglas Grant, Margaret the First (London: Rupert Hart-Davis, 1957), 11.
58The Diary of Samuel Pepys, ed. Robert Latham and William Matthews, 9 [18 March
1668] (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1976), 123.
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band wrote, but edited her letters and his poems in another volume, also
for historical reasons. An article published by Samuel I. Minz in 1952 in
The Journal of English and Germanic Philology on the subject of the visit
to the Royal Society anticipates Grant in valuing Cavendish as a historical
figure, though slides in the direction of evaluating her life as a writer by
naively repeating the old chestnut: “She never corrected or revised her
works.”59
Beginning in the 1980s, a new approach arose as if by general consensus. Cavendish was no longer merely an interesting minor historical figure,
nor was she by any means to be valued mainly as the author of her husband’s biography. Rather she was taken to be something like a modernday activist—eccentric, yes, but devoted to an important cause. That cause
was the reassessment of women’s place in society. As Sylvia Bowerbank
and Sara Mendelson write in their introduction to Paper Bodies: A Margaret Cavendish Reader (2000), “she probed, ridiculed or rejected the
dominant assumptions that structured early modern beliefs and behavior.”60 Bowerbank and Mendelson are, of course, largely interested in
women’s issues, but they are careful not to confine themselves to a narrowly feminist agenda. So, too, Ann Shaver in her introduction to The
Convent of Pleasure and Other Plays (1999):
What to a contemporary reader may seem to be vacillation about
women’s worth comes not just from a modesty topos but also
from a sincere effort to claim for her sex access to the virtues of
men without having to give up the special virtues of women. The
effort, though it can lead to apparent incoherence, also produces
a powerful challenge to clichés about gender.61
These recent views are, of course, biographically oriented. What Cavendish
wrote is the production of an original thinker. Some of the older views have
not quite been put to rest, however. Virginia Woolf wrote the following:
The vast bulk of the Duchess is leavened by a vein of authentic
fire. One cannot help following the lure of her erratic and lovable
personality as it meanders and twinkles through page after page.62
Lest we feel that we, ourselves, are completely beyond Woolf ’s views, a
look at the 1998 Longman Anthology of British Literature will show that

59“The Duchess of Newcastle’s Visit to the Royal Society,” JEGP 51 (April, 1952): 169.
60Sylvia Bowerbank and Sara Mendelson, Paper Bodies: A Margaret Cavendish Reader

(Peterborough, Ont.: Broadview Press, 2000), 9.
61Ann Shaver, The Convent of Pleasure and Other Plays (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999), 7.
62Virginia Woolf, The Common Reader (London: Hogarth Press, 1925), 57 and 68.
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its editors characterized Cavendish as a woman possessed, if not by a “vein
of authentic fire,” then of a strong “passion” for writing.63
Biography is by no means destiny, but biographical interpretations
always need to be examined, sometimes to be dismissed, sometimes to be
accepted, and sometimes to be modified in this way or that. Certainly one
of the graver errors that a literary scholar can make is to accept uncritically
a biographical interpretation, even if its source is generally reliable. Caveats against the uncritical acceptance of literary interpretation are some of
the first that are heard in graduate schools, and warnings against uncritically accepting biographical interpretations should be no exception. It is
all too easy, however, to let someone else’s view of an author’s life become
a part of one’s argument simply because that view supports one’s own particular literary interpretation. One’s own literary interpretation is liable to
be carefully thought through, but a supporting biographical view may be
unexamined and simply treated as if it were fact. Consensus, in particular,
can be a culprit, for if very nearly everyone in the community of letters
shares a particular biographical view, then that view is even more likely to
assume the air of fact. Another quotation, which itself needs to be examined, may be instructive. Isaac Newton is often credited with the sentence
“If I have seen farther it is by standing on the shoulders of Giants.” A look
at Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations will reveal that Newton borrowed the
sentence, not quite word for word, from Robert Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy, where the sentence reads, “A dwarf standing on the shoulders of
a giant may see further than the giant himself.” Very few people attribute
the quotation to Burton, however, probably because Newton is more
widely famous and hence the humility implied by “shoulders of Giants” is
all the more striking. Even fewer people are likely to remember Newton’s
attacks on the reputation of his main rival, Gottfried Liebniz, which suggest that Newton was not always humble. The quotation, whether it
comes from Newton or Burton, however, presents the occasion for an
observation regarding biographical interpretation: It doesn’t hurt to consider the direction that your giant is looking, and, if it seems to be a good
idea, to look another way.

63Longman Anthology of British Literature, ed. David Damrosch et al. (New York:
Longman, 1998), 1:2058.

